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REV. R. H. CODRINGTON.-On Poisoned Arrows in Melanesia. 215 

identified together by the peculiar contrivance for releasing the 
string, which is unlike that of other countries. The cross-bow 
is also known to be used on the coast of the Bight of Benin. 
Its use, he thought, couild not be traced to the east coast of Africa, 
although Grant mentions that the children at Ukuni make toy 
cross-bows, which may perhaps be taken to imply that it was at one 
time used there. He was not aware that the cross-bow was used 
in India, but it was used in the Nicobar Islands, and by the Kairens, 
on the Martaban coast of Pegu, and in Assam; also by the Stiens 
of Cambodia and in Burmah. It is used in Japan and in China. 
The cross-bow on the west coast of Africa must therefore be either 
an independent invention, or be derived from European cross-bows 
of the middle ages. 

The following Paper was read by the Author:- 

On POISONED ARROWS in MELANESIA. 

By the Rev. R. H. CODRINGTON, D.D. 

POISONED arrows are used in the Solomon Islands, Santa Cruz, 
the Banks' Islands, the New Hebrides. In parts of the Solomon 
Islands, and in parts of the New Hebrides the common fighting 
weapon is the spear; but the use of the bow and poisoned arrow 
is occasional. In the Torres Islands, and in Lepers' Island in 
the New Hebrides, arrows are used for fighting which are not 
poisoned, yet belong entirely to the same class of weapons with 
those that are. When the word poisoni is used it is necessary to 
understand in what sense it is applied. The practice of adminis- 
tering poison in food was certainly common among the natives. 
I very much doubt, however, whether what was used had ever 
-more than a very little power of doing harm; whether anything 
used was poisonous in a proper sense of the word, before returning 
"labourers " from Queensland brought back arsenic with them. 
Certainly the deadly effect of what was administered was looked 
for to follow upon the power of the incantations with which the 
poison was prepared. In the same way the deadly quality of 
these arrows was never thought by the natives to be due to 
poison in our use of the word, though what was used might be, 
and was meant to be, injurious and active in inflaming the 
wound; it was the supernatural power that belonged to the 
human bone of which the head was made on which they chiefly 
relied, and with that the magical power of the incantations with 
which the head was fastened to the shaft. Hence the Torres 
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216 REV. R. H. CODRINGTON.-On Poisoned Arrows in Mlelanesia. 

Island and Lepers' Island arrows, which have no poison, were as 
muich valued, trusted, and feared as the others; and in Lepers' 
Island both kinds were used. 

I first examined and inquired about these arrows in the Banks' 
Islands in 1870, and I exhibit one from Santa Maria in that 
group. They do not differ materially from those made in the 
Northern New Hebrides, or from the very formidable weapons 
from Santa Cruz which are here. In construction and in the 
way of applying the poison they are identical, tnough different 
in ornamentation and weight. 

There is a common structure of all the arrows which have the 
head of human bone, whether poisoned or not. There is the 
shaft of reed, the foreshaft of hard wood (tree-fern or palm), and 
the point of human bone; one part let into the other, and firmly 
bound with fine string or fibre. This is well seen in one of the 
unpoisoned arrows from the Torres Islands. 

There is a great difference in size and weight. Santa Cruz 
arrows are uniformly nearly four feet long, and weigh about two 
ounces. The Banks' Island arrows are about 3 feet 9 inches in 
length, and weigh about an ounce. The 'Torres Island arrows 
are only 2 feet 10 inches long, and weigh three-quarters of an 
ounce. The bone point of a Santa Cruz arrow is 7 inches long, 
and the foreshaft of hard wood, which is curiously carved and 
coloured, is 16 inches long. The bone head of a Torres Island 
arrow is 121 inches long, and the foreshaft 8 inches, the reed 
shaft being 20 inches. The one is a heavy and powerful weapon 
requiring a large and powerful bow, and is by far the most for- 
midable missile of the kind; the other is slight and weak, little 
more than the human bone fitted for the bow. 

It is the human bone which in native opinion gives to the 
arrow its efficacy. Tne bone of any dead man will do, because 
any ghost will have power to work on the wounded man; but 
the bone of one who was powerful when alive is more valued. 

In Lepers' Island not long ago, a young man out of affection 
for his dead brother, took up his bones and made them into 
arrows. He carried these about with him, and did not speak of 
himself as " I," but as " We two," his brother and himself, and 
he was much feared; all the supernatural power of the dead 
brother was with the living. In Maewo the story is that a blind 
man, Muesarava, invented these deadly arrows in a time of war. 
While the enemies used arrow-heads of bird or fish-bones, and 
those wounded by them recovered, all who were hit by 
Muesarava died. When his enemies inquired how this came 
about, he told them to dig up one of the men he had killed and 
use his bones. This they did, and shot him, and he died. This 
original bone arrow-head still remains in the possession of the 
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brother of a friend of mine; when a quarrel arises it is enough 
to bring that out and point it at the disturbers of peace. 

It is the human bone which gives the deadly quality to the 
arrow; but yet the bone must be made into an arrow with the 
use of certain incantations which add supernatural power, mana, 
as it is most commonly called. The maker sings or mutters this 
charm as he ties the bone to the foreshaft; and hence I have 
been told that the supernatural power is put in where the bone 
joins the foreshaft. The knowledge of the incantation is confined 
to few; but still if a man should, like that youna man at Oba, 
make his arrows from the bones of some one he knew, and call 
on the ghost, as he would be sure to do, in binding on the head, 
no douibt his arrows would be effective. 

The poison is an addition to the power of the bone; the 
magical efficacy of the poison is added to the supernatural power 
residing in a dead man's bone. The native did not much 
consider, if at all, the natural power to hurt of either bone or 
poison. A fine point of bone breaking off deep in a wound must 
be most dangerous; pungent and burning juices smeared on the 
arrow-head may well inflame a wound. It was iiot, however, to 
natural effects that the native looked at all. A dead man's bone 
m-ade the wound, the power of the ghost was brought by incan- 
tation to the arrow, therefore the wounded man would die. 
Euphorbia juice is hot and burning; it is smeared on the bone 
with an incantation which calls in the power of a dead man's 
ghost; when the wound is given the ghost will make it inflame. 

The cure of the wounded man is conducted on the same 
principle. If the arrow-head, or a part of it, can be recovered, 
it is kept in a damp place or cool leaves; the inflammation of 
the wound is little, or subsides. Shells are kept rattling over 
the house where the wou:nded man lies to keep off the hostile 
ghost. In the same way the enemy who has inflicted the wound 
has by no means done all that he can do. He and his friends 
will drink hot anid burning juices, and chew irritating leaves; 
pungent and bitter herbs will be burnt to make an irritating 
smoke, and will be tied upon the bow that sent the arrow; the 
arrow-head, if recovered, will be put into the fire. The bow will 
be kept near the fire, its string kept taut, and occasionally pulled, 
to bring on tension of the nerves and the spasms of tetanus. 

I will now describe the preparation of the poisoned arrows as 
it has been described to me, for I have never seen the thing 
done. Here is an account of it written by a native of Maewo 
Aurora, in the New Hebrides :-"' When they have dug up a dead 
man's bone they break it into splinters anid cut it properly into 
shape, and sit down and rub it on a stone of brain coral with 
water. After that it is fixed into a bit of tree-fern wood; every- 
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one cannot do that, it is some onie who knows. WVhen that is 
done, the thick juice of the no-to (exccevaria agallocha) is put 
upon it. Then it is put in a cool place on the side wall of a 
public hall, and no fire is made there so that the cold may strike 
upon it and it may turn like mould. Then they dig up the root 
of a creeper they call lo0o, and come back and take off the bark 
and scrape the inner fibre into a leaf; and that, wrapped in 
another leaf, is put upon tlhe fire. When it is cooked, this is 
wrapped in the web from the spathe of a cocoanut, and squeezed 
into a leaf of the nettle tree. Then, with a piece of stick, they 
smear it on the point of bone to help the toto. After this it is 
put again in a cool place, arid swells up in lumnps, which as it 
dries become smooth again. Then it is fastened to the reed, and 
bound round with a fine string. After that they take a green 
earth, which is only found in one spot, and paint it over. When 
it has been painted they take it to the beach and dip it into the 
sea-water till it becomes hard: then the toto is finished." 

In the neighbouring island of Whitsuntide they finish with 
stuff found on rocks on the shore, and thought to be the dung 
of crabs, which is thought to have nmuch magic power. 

In Mota, in the Banks' Islands, the poison is made from the 
root of a climbing plant, loki, cooked over the fire with the root 
of pandanus. This mixture is black and thick, and is smeared 
on the points of human bone, which are put in the sun to dry, 
and then kept five days indoors wrapped up, when the stuff 
turns white. Another poison which causes more inflanmmation 
and acts more quickly is got from the toi, an euphorbia. 

At Santa Cruz the foreshaft is of palm wood, carved with 
shark's tooth or shell. The bone head is covered with ashes 
and with the preparation which gives supernatural power. The 
foreshaft is bound at intervals with a string of fibre, which is 
covered with the same substance which covers the bone point. 
I feel sure that this birnding is done with incantations which 
fasten supernatural qualities on the arrow. 

The common result of a wound with these arrows is certainly 
tetanus, which is what is expected. Even if, however, the loki 
be, as has been supposed, sonio kind of strychnine, that is not 
the cause of the disease. After the lamented death of Comnmo- 
dore Goodenough, Dr. Messer, R.N., clearly established, I believe, 
the harmlessness, or conmparative harmlessness, of the so-called 
poison on the arrows. For my own part, I have only desired to 
set forth the native view of the matter, which is of course quite 
independent of scientific research. 

It may be asked how the very common belief has arisen that 
these arrows were poisoned with putrefying human flesh. I 
think that it arose when natives answered " dead man " to the 
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Discussion. 21-9 

early traders' inquiries. The native meant that the bone was 
human, and the deadly power of the weapon derived from g,hosts. 
The European thinking of poison, not of magic, supposed that 
the poison was from a corpse. 

In coniclusion, let me call attention to the beautiful and 
elaborate ornamentation of the shaft from the Banks' Islands. 
This was executed with obsidiaii in Santa Maria, where certain 
men used in former days to make their livelihood by their art. 
T'his shaft adds some illustration to Mr. Balfour's paper read in 
January, 1888 

DIscusSION. 

The PRESIDENT thought Dr. Codrington's description of the pre- 
paration and properties of the arrows was extremely clear: it ex- 
plained the uncertain buit often very formidable results of wounds 
inflicted with these arrows. 

Prof. VICTOR HORSLEY wished only to suggest that possibly the 
original value of the human bone tipping the arrow was first made 
tvident by the employment of bone from a corpse recently dead, 
and in the decomposing tissues of which consequently the sep- 
ticaemic virus would be flourishing. He also referred to the case 
published recently in the " British Medical Journal " by Mr. White, 
of Nottingham, in which a servant maid wounded herself with a 
poisoned arrow from a trophy, the symptoms being those of curare 
poisoning, and successfully treated as such. 

His Excellency GOVERNOR MOLONEY remarked that he felt sure he 
was only expressing the general view of the meeting when he said 
that the paper which had just been read was one of importance 
and considerable interest. It might, however, be inferred there- 
from that aborigines knew nothing of the use of poison for arrow 
tips until they were so instructed by aliens, who also had been the 
channel of supply of the necessary commodity. 

Speaking of the African Continent, this was not his experience; 
the practice seemed extensively known. At the Gambia among 
the Mandingoes, who still employed the bow, the use of vegetable 
poison from a Strophanthus for arrow tips was general, and he 
would say the same of Yoruba, whence be had succeeded in briniging 
home to the Royal Gardens, Kew, living specimens of what is 
considered a new species of Strophanthus, which yields a poison 
used much for a similar purpose. The umtsuti, or poison plant of 
South Africa, is Strophant7tus hispidus, and wanika, an arrow 
poison of the East Coast, is said to be from the root of the same. 
Again, we must remember the hipo, kombe, and vakambc arrow 
poisons. Finally, we have heard or read of the Ine'e, or Onaye, of 
Gaboon, a Strophanthius poison used to a like end. Doubtless 
there were many other poison-yielding plants known in use by 
the natives of Africa. 
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